172                            RUSSIAN    HAZARD
When I informed them that I was nothing more than a political
prisoner they lost all interest and drifted away without another
question. A youth of about twenty in the next bed to me practised
sleight-of-hand with cards. Others were playing in groups with cards
or dice. One on guard kept his ear to the door, listening. Only one
other besides myself was in bed. He had the bed-clothes drawn
right up to his chin. I learned later that the stakes in the games
were articles of clothing or food and that he had gambled away his
entire wardrobe, leaving himself stark naked. At one point in the
day all prisoners who could walk were mustered in the corridor
while the beds were inspected, and for these occasions another
prisoner lent him an overcoat and charged him half his dinner
for the convenience.
The watch was kept at the door because the penalty for being
caught gambling was solitary confinement. When a warder ap-
proached the sentinel would shout out "Ghuma /" and cards and
dice disappeared and everybody was back in bed in a twinkling.
Chuma is Russian for leprosy, but these rascals with their gift for
picturesque language had adopted it as a general word for warning.
Our food was dished out by a warder at the door, each inmate
taking forward his own plate. I had none. A young boy of about
seventeen produced a plate from somewhere and brought my
portion to me. "Can I look after you, sir?55 he asked. He was a
sharp, foxy-faced rascal, and I didn't like the look of him.
"How do you mean you'll look after me ?" I queried.
"Make your bed, bring your food, take guard at the door
for you."
"I can make my own bed and fetch my own food. I shall not
be taking any guard at the door."
"But you will have to, sir. We all do that."
"That's enough. If I don't play your games I've no intention of
keeping watch for you." I was speaking less to him than to a number
of the others who were listening.
"But you're living in this place. It's our rule and you've got to
do as we do." The boy was also conscious of the fact that we had
an audience.
I was determined not to give way on the guard question, but
I had no objection to having someone "fag" for me. "I've told you
Pm not keeping guard in this place for anybody but myself and^I
mean it. If anybody has anything to say about that I'll be glad if
he'll say it now, while Tin ready to deal with it."
I met the eyes of each man in the circle that had gathered around
me. Fortunately nobody was disposed to challenge my right to
dissociate myself from the customs of the community. I turned